
Frequently Asked Questions:  
 

Civil Rights Protection for Breastfeeding in Public in Seattle 
 
Seattle City Council is considering a bill that would provide civil rights protection for mothers to 
breast feed her child in places of public accommodation. Here are answers to some frequently 
asked questions about this proposed bill. 
 
What would this bill do? 
 
If this bill becomes law, it would be a violation of City law to discriminate against someone who 
is breastfeeding in a public place. Individuals who feel their rights have been violated would be 
able to file a charge with the Seattle Office for Civil Rights, who would investigate the allegation. 
 
Doesn’t Washington State already provide this protection throughout the state? Why is the 
City of Seattle taking this step? 
 
Yes, the State of Washington has provided civil rights protection for breastfeeding in public since 
July 26, 2009. A City-level ordinance would reinforce this protection and allow the Seattle Office 
for Civil Rights to investigate cases that occur within Seattle. Currently a person who does not 
want to file through the courts can only file a charge of discrimination through the Washington 
State Human Rights Commission (WSHRC) in Olympia. WSHRC does not have a Seattle office, 
and due to severe budget cuts, the agency’s ability to provide outreach and education locally is 
extremely limited. City-level enforcement of the public breastfeeding law will help ensure equity 
for all women in Seattle.   
 
What does the current Washington State law allow? 
 
Under the ordinance, mothers can breastfeed at a time, place, and manner of their choosing 
while in a place of public accommodation. They do not have to go to a special area or go into the 
restroom. They do not have to cover the baby with a towel or blanket. The owner, manager, or 
employee of a public place cannot request that the mother stop breastfeeding her baby, cover 
up, move to a different room or area, or leave.   
 
Why is this protection important? 
 
Breastfeeding is a normal, regular and important part of raising a healthy baby. No one should 
have to use a restroom or stand outside simply to feed her own baby.  
 
Breastfeeding discrimination is a race and social justice issue. As with many health indicators, 
race-based disparities exist in breastfeeding. Breastfeeding for the first six months of life 
reduces health risks for babies, particularly to the immune and digestive systems. In Seattle, 
communities of color experience the lowest breastfeeding rates and the highest rates of 
preterm birth, infant mortality, maternal mortality, diabetes and obesity. Infant mortality and 
low birth weight disproportionally affect Native American and African American women in King 
County.   
 



Eliminating societal barriers to breastfeeding will enable more women to continue to breastfeed 
their children for longer. While 75% of U.S. babies start out breastfeeding, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention says, only 13% are exclusively breastfed for the recommended 
six months. Increasing breastfeeding is difficult when women face discrimination for feeding 
their children in public. Low-income children, who are at the greatest risk for obesity, are also 
the least likely to be breastfed, even though formula feeding is considerably more expensive 
than breastfeeding. Low-income mothers are often those who are harassed for breastfeeding in 
public places, such as on public transportation.  
 
 

Information on statewide protection for breastfeeding  
from the Washington State Human Rights Commission 
 
The Washington State Human Rights Commission has created its own “Guide to Breastfeeding,” 
as well as materials such as wallet cards and flyers. The following are questions and answers 
from the Washington State Human Rights Commission about statewide protection for 
breastfeeding in public.  
 
Questions businesses might ask: 
 
Why doesn’t she use formula or express breastmilk and feed from a bottle? 
 
The parents are the best people to make decisions about what and how to feed their child.  
There are numerous personal and health reasons for choosing one method of feeding over 
another, as well as for choosing breastmilk or formula.  In addition, some babies do not tolerate 
a bottle and will not drink from one. 
 
Why can’t the mother cover the baby when nursing? 
 
Some children will not tolerate being covered with a towel or blanket, and will cry instead of 
eat.  Some children need eye contact with their mother while breastfeeding, and others like to 
look around.  These actions may also be related to a child’s normal development stage.   
 
Can’t the mother go to the restroom to feed the baby? 
 
No one should have to use a restroom other than for its intended purpose. 
 
Is it dangerous for a baby to breastfeed in or next to a pool?  Could breastmilk contaminate a 
pool? 
 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention clearly states that breastmilk is not a biohazard.  
A breastfeeding mother swimming in a pool or feeding her baby near a pool does not 
contaminate the pool or water in any way.  It is safer for a mother and her children if the mother 
remains near the pool to watch her other children in the pool, than to have to breastfeed 
elsewhere.  Rules regarding no food in or around pools should not apply to breastfeeding 
mothers.   
 

http://www.hum.wa.gov/Publications/Guides.html#Breastfeeding
http://www.hum.wa.gov/Publications/BrochuresPosters.html#BFMaterials


What if other customers or patrons complain?  Is that enough of a reason to ask the 
breastfeeding mother to leave or stop? 
 
No.  Complaints from other patrons or customers are not valid reasons for asking the mother to 
stop breastfeeding or to leave.  Politely explain to the concerned customer that the law protects 
the right of the mother to stay where she is to breastfeed.  If they are offended the only 
suggestion that you can make is for them to avert their eyes.   
 
Would my business be in violation of the law if one of my employees asks a breastfeeding 
mother to leave, cover her child, or stop nursing? 
 
Yes.  The employees represent the business, and their actions can constitute a violation of the 
law.  Make sure your employees know about this law.  Share this guidance with them.  In 
addition, the WSHRC and the Breastfeeding Coalition of Washington have created a poster to 
inform a business’s employees about this law.  You can obtain a copy of this poster from the 
WSHRC website, and post it in your employee breakroom or with your other workplace 
postings.   
 
Do I need to provide a special room or space for breastfeeding mothers? 
 
No.  You do not need to provide a room or separate space for breastfeeding mothers, although 
you may choose to do so.  If you do, place prominent signs that such a room is available.  If a 
mother chooses to breastfeed outside of that room, remember that it is her prerogative to do 
so under the law, and do not tell her to go to the room.  If she has already started to feed her 
child, it may not be a good idea to interrupt and tell her that the room is available, as this may 
disrupt the child or make the mother uncomfortable.  You can obtain a copy of the International 
Breastfeeding Symbol from the Internet if you would like families to know breastfeeding is 
welcome in your place of business.   
 
 
Questions parents might ask: 
 
What is a place of public accommodation? 
 
It is any place of public resort, accommodation, assemblage or amusement.  Generally, it is any 
place where members of the public can go to assemble, or obtain goods, entertainment, or 
services.  This includes restaurants, coffee shops, public swimming pools, gyms and athletic 
clubs, movie theatres, government buildings, museums, libraries, busses, and parks.  It does not 
include your place of employment.  If an employer prohibits a woman from breastfeeding or 
pumping breastmilk at work, as an employee, the woman is not protected under this law.  The 
incident would need to be addressed under employment discrimination laws, but at this time, 
breastfeeding is not protected under the Washington Law Against Discrimination’s employment 
provisions.   
 
What do I do if I am breastfeeding and I am asked to leave, cover my baby, move, or stop 
nursing? 
 



Take the opportunity to help inform others about the law that protects you.  It’s very possible 
that the person talking to you doesn’t know about the law.  The WSHRC and Breastfeeding 
Coalition of Washington have produced wallet cards for breastfeeding mothers.  The card has 
information about the law, and can be presented to anyone who asks you to leave, move, cover 
your child, or stop nursing.   
 
What if informing others about the law does not work, and I am still requested to leave, cover 
up my child, move or stop nursing? 
 
You have the option of filing a complaint with the WSHRC.  You can do this by calling the WSHRC 
(800-233-3247) or by going on-line to file a complaint at www.hum.wa.gov.  
 
What if another customer or patron asks me to stop nursing or to go somewhere else? 
  
The business itself cannot usually be held responsible for the actions of its patrons, so you could 
not file a complaint against the business in that situation (unless the business also stepped in 
and asked you to stop or leave).  Politely explain your rights and show the person the wallet 
card.  Try not to get angry or raise your voice, as you want to avoid a situation in which you are 
asked to leave because of your tone or demeanor.   
 
If I have been discriminated against, when should I file my complaint? 
 
If you were in a place of public accommodation, and were asked to leave, cover your child, 
move, or stop nursing, you need to file your complaint within six months of the incident.  
However, the sooner after the incident, the better.   
 
What information do I need to file a complaint? 
 
You need the name and address of the place of public accommodation and the date of the 
incident.  You will also need to briefly explain what happened, and include your name and 
contact information, as well as contact information for any witnesses.   
 
Where can I get a wallet card? 
 
Limited hard copies are available from the WSHRC and the Breastfeeding Coalition of 
Washington.  Wallet cards can also be printed from these organizations’ websites:  
www.hum.wa.gov and www.breastfeedingwa.org.   
 
 

http://www.hum.wa.gov/
http://www.breastfeedingwa.org/

